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POVERTY ERODING QUALITY OF FAMILY LIFE

A pioneering study launched by Combat Poverty today (12 November 2002) has taken an in-depth look at how poverty impacts on families and children. It illustrates how the everyday life of people in poverty has been curtailed by inadequate resources and lack of basic necessities. 

Entitled “Against all Odds – Family Life on a Low Income in Ireland”, based on a detailed investigation of 30 families, the study was commissioned by Combat Poverty to examine the long term affects of child and family poverty. It was undertaken by two eminent academics in Queen’s University Belfast, Professor Mary Daly and Dr. Madeline Leonard. It reflects the broad spectrum of circumstances facing families in poverty.

Its key issues and findings are:
1.
Inadequacy of income - The families were very poor - their average income was around €124 per week for an adult and €50 for a child. Two thirds of households had no money left over in a typical week.  Many households were in arrears on 'normal' expenditure such as rent, electricity and telephone.

2.
Careful money management - Money was carefully controlled. The needs of families and children in particular were put first and spending for personal purposes was generally vetoed.   Income was typically regarded as collective and shared and there was a high degree of agreement and co-operation between couples on expenditure and money management.

3.
Poor Health - Poor health was common - 1 in 3 households highlighted health problems in relation to children. Parents also tended to suffer from ill-health.  

4.
Community Environment - People in the study lived in fear - almost half of Dublin-based households suggested they lived in fear of people who lived locally. Lone mothers felt bullied. 

There was a concern amongst parents for the well-being of their children. At least one parent in two thirds of households expressed apprehension about children in relation to the area in which they lived. There was a marked lack of local amenities. 

Family relationships were crucial in helping people to keep going when times were tough.

5.
Children's experience - Half of children considered their family the best thing about their lives. No more than a quarter of children felt satisfied with their lives. Their concerns included the pressure of trying to 'fit in' with peers and a fear of being different. The 'right' clothes emerged as a crucial prerequisite for being accepted by peers. Certain brands had to be bought, despite the expense, to increase the children's chances of 'fitting in'. 

School was a threatening place for some children. 1 in 4 said they had direct experience of being bullied at school. The majority of children wanted to stay at school to complete their Leaving Cert. Three quarters of children had money on a regular basis from pocket money and 1 in 5 earned some money mostly from babysitting. In five families, the children were the only earners in the family. 

Earnings were small (€25) but children contributed either directly or indirectly to the household. Spending on clothes was the most common form of children's spending followed by sweets and snacks. Children knew that parents made sacrifices on their behalf and this provoked feelings of guilt amongst some of them.

6.
Welfare Services - Most people were critical of how they were treated by the welfare services.  They criticised payment levels, treatment of specific groups within the system and abuse of the system. Half of respondents were positive about their experience of staff. The Money Advice and Budgeting Service (MABS) and Household Budget Scheme were widely used and valued by respondents. The discretionary nature of payments administered by the Community Welfare Officer through the Health Board evoked the most negative criticism. There was considerable reliance on the voluntary sector especially the Society of St. Vincent de Paul. 

Responding to “Against all Odds”, Director of the Combat Poverty Agency, Ms Helen Johnston, said that money was vital and that increases in social welfare benefits, as well as payments to those on employment and training schemes, have to be a key part of any response. 

“Families like those in the study”, she said “are living on inadequate incomes. At the moment some of the main welfare payments are too low for families to manage to live adequately in today’s society.  This study re-emphasises the need to move towards meeting the Government’s target minimum social welfare rate of €150 per week.  Payments for children are equally important.  Completing the Government’s commitment to raise child benefit to €34.50 per week is critical in this regard.  In addition, payment for older children need to be raised.” 

She continued that the study identifies “five main areas of public policy, which need to be addressed: the levels of social welfare payments, barriers to employment, children’s needs, service provision and area-focused activity”.

Professor Mary Daly, one of the study authors said: “The study gives a first hand expression to the experience of families affected by poverty, revealing the various ways in which poverty traumatises family life.  It demonstrates the diverse experiences of individual family members, both children and adults, affected by poverty. We are confident the families chosen were illustrative of the contemporary reality of poverty and deprivation for a significant but small number of Irish families”.

Speaking at the launch, the national director of the St Vincent De Paul Society, Mr Liam O’Dwyer said the report proves what many were saying which is that structural poverty can lead to personal poverty.

“This excellent study reveals just how deeply poverty is still embedded in society and how lack of access to crucial services holds many families back.  Breaking the barriers to access is critical in encouraging those in poverty to develop.  This can only be done through allowing them avail of all supports the state can offer in areas such as education, sport, the arts and recreation.”
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